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The Educating for American Democracy (EAD) 

Pedagogy Companion’s Principle 4 promotes 

“Inquiry as the Primary Mode of Learning.” 

Inquiry based instruction is a pedagogical method 

that aims to avoid prescriptive approaches to 

learning by centering instruction around a 

compelling question about which students draw 

their own conclusions using a variety of 

evidence.1 Thus, high quality inquiry requires an 

open classroom climate through which to 

consider multiple perspectives. This brief will 

focus on inquiry characterized by an open 

classroom climate and viewpoint pluralism as a 

means of fostering informed student engagement 

with civic and political issues. 

 

Why inquiry, viewpoint pluralism, and 

student engagement? 
 

Inquiry models of instruction have been found to 

lead to greater engagement as reflected in more 

complex and nuanced exploration of difficult 
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topics.2 When students 

learn by questioning and 

looking for information, 

it both increases student 

interest and makes space 

for creativity and 

deepening analysis.3  

 

History and the social sciences are comprised of 

many different perspectives and points of view. 

Social studies thus offers a prime opportunity to 

help students develop the skills necessary to 

understand, analyze and evaluate diverse 

evidence from multiple viewpoints.4 Discussion 

has long been used as a key tool in social studies 

instruction for helping students grapple with 

these diverse perspectives, think through 

complex issues, and practice rational decision 



 

 
 

making.5 In addition, discussion is typically 

associated with student engagement and “student 

talk” in the classroom.6 Many of these same 

characteristics that are central to the concept of 

discussion, including the presence of multiple 

perspectives and the ability to be reflective about 

one’s own opinions and make up one’s own mind, 

are also components of an open classroom 

climate, or an environment in which these 

conversations readily take place. Discussion, 

deliberation, and multiple perspectives are an 

important component of EAD Principle 4. 

 

Those doing foundational research on discussion 

found that, beyond the content of courses, the 

presence of an open classroom climate for 

discussion (OCC), or “the extent to which 

students experience their classrooms as places to 

investigate issues and explore their opinions and 

those of their peers,”7 was an important 

component of positive political socialization, 

building civic knowledge, and citizenship 

development.8 As the concept of an open climate 

was developed and refined, the consistent value 

of students’ perceiving their classrooms as places 

to engage with difference and controversy 

became increasingly apparent.9 
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Discussion in an open classroom climate where 

students are able to engage meaningfully with 

multiple perspectives has consistently been 

shown to be one of the strongest predictors of 

positive civic outcomes such as civic knowledge, 

political efficacy, student attitudes towards 

democracy and the rights of others, and intention 

to vote.10 It also has important implications for 

students’ broader academic development, 

including skills engagement, public speaking, 

critical thinking, and knowledge of current 

events.11 Crucially, incorporating current and 

controversial issues in the classroom is associated 

with overall higher levels of informed 

engagement with civic and political issues.  

 

Challenges 
 

However, despite the strong evidence in support 

of open discussion of multiple perspectives, such 

opportunities within classrooms remain relatively 

rare, especially for students from traditionally 

disadvantaged backgrounds12 suggest that one 

reason we see so few open classrooms available 

to students of color and those from low-income 

families may be because “low expectations 

combined with a desire for order and control lead 

educators to provide working class and poor 

students fewer opportunities to examine social 



 

 
 

issues or to engage in higher order thinking than 

more privileged students receive.”13 There are 

also structural issues that could contribute to 

these inequities, including school policies and 

professional constraints upon teachers that may 

foster environments in which teachers are tacitly 

discouraged from pursuing open classroom 

environments, such as “curriculum as content 

coverage, aims as tested outcomes, teaching as 

management and control” and social norms that 

act as barriers to open classrooms, including 

privileging individual achievement over the 

group, and favoring “authority and policy instead 

of community and inquiry as sources of 

knowledge.”14 Other scholars have suggested a 

mis-match between students’ cultural norms at 

home and the kinds of engagement that are 

rewarded at school, and the existing social 

hierarchies that exist within classrooms, as 

additional barriers to equitable engagement in 

these settings.15  

 

Shifting away from non-

dialogical practices and 

instead promoting 

classroom environments 

in which students have 

agency and which reflect 

democratic norms can 

help make space for 

discussion and student 

engagement. Such practices are also in line with 

the EAD Principle 5, “Practice of Constitutional 

Democracy and Student Agency.”  

 

The very real constraints schools and teachers 

face because of local political climates should 

also not be overlooked. Increasingly, teachers are 

faced with pushback from parents, school boards, 
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and other community members who see schools 

and social studies classrooms as a key 

battleground in ongoing culture wars, and policy 

initiatives across the country mean that teachers 

are under increasing scrutiny about what content 

they teach and how they teach it.16 This can leave 

teachers feeling unsure about how to address 

current events and societal controversies when 

they arrive, and may make them hesitant to 

engage students in diverse viewpoint 

exploration.17 Overall, this may further reduce 

opportunities for meaningful discussion and 

engagement that were already too rare.18 

 

Shifting Practice 
 

Before teachers can 

begin to address these 

barriers and inequities 

within their own 

classrooms, they first 

need to believe they are 

part of a school culture that values and 

supports viewpoint diversity.19 School 

administrators have a crucial role to play in 

promoting a positive school climate and 

communicating clearly with parents about the 

value of discussion and multiple perspectives 

in the classroom, supporting teachers when 

questions arise, and working to build a 

school-wide culture of student voice, agency, 

and democratic decision making can help 

support can go a long way toward ensuring 

high quality civic learning and, ultimately, 

positive civic outcomes for students, are 



 

 
 

possible.20 To create environments in which 

these discussions can take place requires a 

focus on EAD Principle 3, “Building an 

EAD-Ready Classroom and School.” One 

example of a model for this kind of school-

wide approach is the Illinois Democracy 

School Network, a group of schools making 

cross-disciplinary commitment to civic 

learning based on a broad range of evidence-

based strategies and working toward 

continuous improvement both within and 

across classrooms.21  

 
Teachers can and should be intentional about how 

they incorporate discussion into their classrooms 

and ensuring they make space for multiple 

perspectives and the exploration of diverse 

viewpoints. An inquiry-based approach to 

teaching social studies (Principle 4), where 

students ask a compelling question and engage 

with a variety of evidence and resources to seek 

their own answers, is an especially effective 

method for engaging students in viewpoint 

diversity.22 A growing number of curricula and 

resources can support teachers in implementing 

inquiries in their teaching, ranging from major 

district- and state-wide initiatives such as the 

BMore Me curriculum in Baltimore City, or the 

Investigating History curriculum from the 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education, to individual units or even 

lesson plans from groups such as Facing History 

and the Stanford History Education Group.23
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